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This paper is an impressionistic appraisal of group 
s a component of a coordinated approach to college level 

Counselors vere assigned a group of students vho vere 
Communication Skills, a course co-sponsored and team 
e Departments of Compensatory Programs (Reading) , English 
nd Speech (Speaking) • It was designed to take a holistic 
remediation by the integration of these areas of 
n arts. The paper describes the techniques used by tvo 
nd their impressions of the impact of group counseling 

on tvo separate groups of communication skills students 
spective teaching team. (Author) 
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CROUP CQUMSKI.ING AND COMMUNICATIOM SKILLS 



An improijsionistic Appraisal of a Coordinated Approach 
to College Level RcmediaUion and Counseling 



i . TntroducLion CHW AVAILAblt. 

The Department of Compensatory Programs at Bernard M. Baruch 
College was established in 1970 in order to service two categories of 
students: those entering under the aegis of the SEEK Program (Seach 
for Education, Elevation, and Knowledge), and the academically under- 
prepared students entering under the newly instituted open admissions 
policy of CU.N.Y. Although there were many similarities between these 
two groups of students, there were also essential differences. SEEK was 
created by the New York State Legislature on July 5, 1966 under Laws of 
New York, Chapter 782, Section 13 which appropriated a million dollars 
to create special programs for the screening, testing, tutoring, and 
counseling of residents of New York State who met the following criteria: 
(1) they were graduated from an approved high school or attained a New York 
State high school equivalency diploma or its equivalent as defined by the 
Commission; (2) they possessed the potential for successful completion 
of college; (3) they were "economically and educationally disadvantaged," 
(General Plan for SEEK, 1973-74). The majority of these students are Black 
and Hispanic. 

The open admissions policy of C.U.N.Y. permitted all graduates of 
Mew York City high schools after 1970 not in the SEEK program to enter 
C.U.N.Y. regardless of high school average. This population was 17.7% Black 
and Puerto Rican in the Fall of 1970. Almost three quaj:tfir of these 

students were from white working class f^imilies. 

/ 



The major responsibility oC the Department: of Compen.'ja Locy 
Programs is to provide and coordinate remediation and counseling 
services for all SEKK students and for those non-S!£JiK students who 
were foand to need re-.nadiation in at least two areas as result of 
English, Reading, and math placement tests. 

1 1 • The Co\municat l on Skills Program 

The placement of students into programs commensurate with 
their . abilities and capabilities is mosi: important. Failure to do so 
can result in poor student motivation, an increase in class absenteeism, 
and lowering of grade achievement potential. Ba^^h College set out to 
reduce the failure rate of underprepared students by employing new ways 
of registration and by introducing a variety of remedial and corrective 
courses into the curriculum. Lindgren (1969) considered well-organized 
help a crucial element in the development of favorable attitudes toward 
successful tenure in college. 

Communication Skills is an interdisciplinary program which 
is designed to take a holistic approach to remediation by the 
integration of speaking, reading, and writing. Theae three subjects 
are team taught by faculty froin the Speech Department (speaking), the 
Department of Compensatory Programs (reading) and the English Departmant 
(writing). Teams hold class nine hours a week in a setting of no more 
than 15 students per class, with three class hours aIlo::ted for each 
component. The team members cooperate to promote skill and conceptual 
reinforcement between the English langtiage dlsci.nlines. 

Team teaching has been found to be "a system of instruction. 
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tested by time and marked by success, by which many students can find 
unusual opportunites for personal growth and academic progress.** 
(Lal-auci, 1970). 

Students earn seven credits upon successful completion of 
two semesters of work. Though this is intended as a two semester course, 
students able to complete any component in one semester will be 
exempt from that component the following semester. In some few 
cases students may complete all three components in one semesCer. 
(Mitchem, 1974). 

Counselor Intervention 

Two hundred five (205) entering f ceslimen were placed in 
Communication Skills during the Fall 1973 semester as a result of 
extremely low scores on the English and reading placeaent tests. Of 
these 205 .students, 53 were SEEK students, the remainder were open 
admissions students. Counselors were assigned to each ConrnunlcaCilon 
Skills group and worked with teaching the team in an effort to facilitate 
understanding, follo^i?-up teacher recommendations concemiag scudent 
strengths and waalinesses, interpret student conce^ms co teachers, and 
provide a relatively unstructured setting in which students could 
exploco 3ome of their concerns^ satisfactions and frustrations about 
being in the Communication Skills program. 

\^at follows is an imprsissionistic appraisal of the titi lU^i-.l^n 
of group counseling Ciichni^ue-^. :7ith s^radeats ia th% Coiinunication Skills 
program during the Fall 1973 .semester. In general, the counseling 
approach was primarily group counseling on a weekly basis, supplemented 
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by individual conCerencos on an as-neoded basis. 

Traditionaliy, one of ::he biggest problems faced by counselors 
in the Depactm.^ac of Coinp.ia'i:it:ory Pro^ram.s a- Baruc'i College inv^olves 
access to students, because the school suffers froni the major malady 
of a large urban commuter college, (it is situated in six (6) facilities 
located within a five block radius), finding and seeing students can be 
a frustrating experience. This is comp'bunded oy the fact that the 
counseling staff of the department is located in one of the ancillary 
buildings. Baruch is best describe.^ as one large subway stop, termi- 
nology which adequately describes the sense of alienation from the 
college that many freshmen feel. 

The organization and nature of the Communication Skills program 
provided one of the first significant ways to circumvent this problem. 
The counselors coald go directly to the classroom, introduce themselves, 
describe their function, get basic infonnation aboat the students (program 
schedules and biographical data forms) and arrange to meet with them on 
a regular bar^is. This eliminated the cold inefficiency of an introduc- 
tory letter that was often throva away along with hundreds of oiher 
introducL-ory letters that freshman s-iudents receive, 

A second positive outgrowth of the Comimiaication^^^-Skflls pri>gram 
wart the fact that the strudints in each group spent a lot of time together, 
and a strong sense of trust and group cohesion developed early in the 
semester, ks a result, groap counseling became -nuch more productive 
in helpini; students eval late the:nselsrer» and each other in ways that 
helped them to develop a better sense of autonomy and purpose in college. 
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Group counseling, therefore, was envisioned as a tool through 
which students could be eacoiiiMged to express and explore their satis- 
tactions and dissatisfactions with the Communication Skills program 
in pneral and their own teachers and classes in particular. It was 
seen as a way to reinforce some of the learning objectives of the 
Communication Skills program, and to aid the students in their overall 
adjustment to college. Finally, it was designed to provide basic 
information about school xrules and procedures to give the students 
operational knowledge of the college setting. 

Two very different Communication Skills groups will be the 
focus of this paper. Each group was assigned a different counselor. 
(See Table I for ethnic breakdown). In general, the problem encountered 
by students in both groups were problems which are generic to most 
young adults in making the transition from high school to college. 
They were shaped, however, by the common experience of being in an 
intensive remediation program. As a result a basic problem encountered 
was one of morale. Most of the students were discouraged and disap- 
pointed by being placed in a program that defined them as having the 
most serious formal English language deficiencies among their class- 
mates. This wa^; compounded because their credit load was limited to 
three to five credits in courses such as art, music, library, and 
remedial math. The problem of morale was intensified along racial lines. 
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Some white students felt that remediation was for Blacks and Puerto Ricans 
and that they did not belong in this program or need the skills which the 
program was designed to improve. Some Black students felt that their 
teachers were racist and discriminating against them because they were 
Dlack. 



Table I 

Ethnic Breakdown o£ Two Groups of Communication Skills Students 



Group I 
Group T.I 
Totals 



Black 


/ White 


Hispanic 


1 Total 


14 


2 • 


2 


18 


3 


4 


6 


13 


17 


6 


8 


31 



In Group 1, 14 of the students were SEEK 
In Group II, there were 3 SEEK students 
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In both groups, the specific problems which were expressed and 
addressed in the counseling sessions could be divided into three cntegorie 
all of which are aspects of the overall problem of adjusting to college— 
Those arc as follows: 

Categorv 1 

Difficulty in attending school on a regular disciplined basi 
Category 2 

a. Developing a personal (internalized) system of rewards 

and punishment, and 
b« Developing self-imposed standards of excellence* 
Category 3 

a. Diagnosis and analysis of problem situations and 
the construction of do-able methods of problem- 
solving, and 

b« Definition and o.oncretizatlon of goals* 

The problem of attendance is also related to the task of developing a 
personal system of rewards and punishment referred to in Category 2* 
Although it is beyond the scope of this discussion to point out the 
major pitfalls of public high school education in general and that 
provided in low- income, Black and Puerto Rican neighborhoods in 
particular, let it suffice to say that there Is a pervasive acceptance 
of mediocrity, excuses and poor attendance. The system of reward and 
punishment which exists is imposed by school authorities and is adhered 
to or gotten around depending upon the situation* In high school, 
the students had been concerned merely with '*gettin over.'* As 
a result, many of them came with the attitude that it was not 
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necej.sjcy to cotno to r»^'iool on a regular ba^is, nor to do more than 
minimal work in order to complete any given assignntint. 

The problem of attendance was addr.issed in the group settings 
through diiicussion. The counselors made it very clear that they expected 
the students to be in school. As a result, attendance at group sessions 
and at classes became a group standard, supported by peer pressure. 
Although one could not say with great assurance that the students now 
understand the relationship between the teacher's perception of them 
(attendance as one factor) and uhe grades they receive, the behavior 
of raost of the students has improved appreciably. Although attendance 
in group sessions and clasyes did not present the saiie kinds of pr^blexas 
in Group II as in Group I, in both groups the members soon began to check 
on each other's a?:tendance. 

Tlic more general issue of developing internalized standards of 
excellence was also addressed in group discussions. The counselor 
tried to balance their position between that of authority figure and 
advisor, helping students to develop their own set of standards. Also, 
because the counselors would often ask to see papers and would go over 
them to aid in under.^tanding the teachers' comments, the students ware 
continually challenged to reconsider their definitions of excellence. 
This was also demonstrated by the improvement in the .quality of the 
v;ork whic^t they handed to the teachers. 

Counselors In both Group I and II found that their students 
had difficulty in the acaa o£ probl^va diagnosis, analysis and solution, 
and cl.;:velo?ed various problem- solving tasks designed to help the students. 
The task of p rob leia- solving Is closely related to the problem of defining 
and concreti'-slng gOijils. 
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The students v;ore asked to develop goals and outline steps 
necessary to accomplish them. They worked in pairs, giving one another 
feedback* Problems such as ''Mr. X alv;ays puts roe down in class" v/ere 
identified, diagnosed and discussed by the group. Role play was often 
used as a moans of testing solutions. Another approach was to take a 
story which has been used in a class discussion and focus on the main 
conflicts for the protagonist, discussing the methods of problem-solving 
used in that situation. 

Students in Group I seemed to- be very realistic about what they 
could expect from the college, although they were having difficulty 
developing concrete methods for getting the system to work for them. 
The counselor in Croup I helped them first to articulate the fact that 
there were many ways in which the system would not work for thera primarily 
because they were Black and Puerto Rican, but also because they were poor. 
They focused on distinguishing reality from fantasy, and from an excuse , 
not to try at all. Role play was used in helping the students explore 
ways to talk to a teacher when, for example, he or she has turned in a 
grade with which the student disagrees, and to learn the channels of appeal 
to redress £,rievances n studeat may have against a teacher. In essence, 
this aspect of group process focused on negotiating the system. Because 
this group was prodomlnantly Bl^ck and felt very strongly that their 
teachers were racist, they spent a lot of time discussing how to deal 
with racism and insensitivity on the part of teachers, ^d how to get what 
knowlcge the teacher had to convey even though he/she was perceived to be a 
racist. 
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In general, studont morale in both groups did improve. It 
improved in part bccaviS'j once students were in the Co.minication Skills 
course they began to ^jeo specifically where thoy^ell short of college 
standards. The studeucs in Group II learned this primarily because the 
teachers w^re able to point out to them, in a constructive and supportive 
manner, their strengths and wearinesses in the cojamuaication arts. 

The students in Group I learned this in "a more negative laanner 
becausa there wa^ not a consistent educa'-ional stzra-egy on the pact of 
their teani of teachers. Two of the teachers felt that the students 
should be required to change both their infoaual \s woll as formal 
language patterns to conform to the traditional norms for college 
students. The third teacher thought that he should teach the students 
**black dialect" (which they already knew). On the whole this tea*.Ti 
lacked understanding of bl^ck culture and collage life at an urban 
commuter university. As a result, the students felt put down at both 
extrom^ir^ . 

In Group II, group couusrtling contributed to the improvement 
in morale because it l>.nt additional and slightly different kinds of 
support: to round out a fairly succe.'-jsful teaching program. In Group I, 
it was tba key to the improvement in student morale because if: provided 
the majoc share of support which the students received by bridging the 
gap between th^ studejits and teachers, and by helping the students to 
learn in a non-supportive teaching climate. In both casan, group 
counseling contributed to an improvement in student morale, not only 
by nllovin^ the students to ventilate their anuoyance:; and frustrations. 
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but by helping them to critically analyze their study skills, and cheir 
stc^ng:.hs and weaknesses as college students, develop their own 
criteria for good work, and see the relatioashii ol Coaiiunication 
Skills to their total college plans. Thus, it seems that group counseling 
is an important component of the Co.Timunication Skills program, and the 
counselor can add much to the team- teaching effort* 
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